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        To my family, all those I love and to all who suffer injustice in war.
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            Prequel to The Cellist’s Friend

         

         
            “Author Robert J Fanshawe has a way with words that will draw you in from the first paragraph – from the very first sentence actually.” Hollywood Book Reviews, The Cellist’s Friend.

            “A perfect story written with optimism and originality.” Amazon customer review, The Cellist’s Friend.

            “For me the mark of a good read is that I would be happy to read it again in case I missed something. This is one of those books. Definitely one of the best books I’ve read in a long time.” Amazon customer review, The Cellist’s Friend.

            “The horrors of World War 1 are vividly depicted in this searing novel of self-examination….Fanshawe proves himself as accomplished a storyteller as he is a writer. “The US review of books, The Cellist’s Friend.

            “Although The Cellist’s Friend is set in WW1 its stories and themes are timeless.” Pacific Review of Books, The Cellist’s Friend.

            “The Cellist’s Friend is raw and thought – provoking, from the cruel opening of the music played before a firing squad to the hopeless brutality at the front, to the hospital wards and beyond….a sad story but one that is told with compassion and honesty.” Emily-Jane Hills Orford, review of The Cellist’s Friend for Readers’ Favourite.
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            Glossary of terms

         

         
            Army Units

            Artillery – Main support for infantry, grouped into Regiments and Batteries.

            Battalion – Smallest Infantry unit with its own logistic and headquarters elements (500 – 700 men).

            Brigade – Higher formation from Battalion with usually 4 battalions and support elements.

            Company – Sub-units of the Battalion, usually 3 rifle and 1 headquarters company (150 – 200 men).

            Platoon – Sub-unit of the Company, usually 3 to each Company (30 men)

            Regiment – Battalions formed from Counties, cities and other groups from Britain. Each Regiment has its own badges.

            Sappers/Engineers and other elements – Civil engineers for building and major explosive tasks.

            Section – Sub-unit of the platoon 3 to each (8/9 men).

            Ranks and Appointments

            Brigadier – Commander of a Brigade.

            CAG – Corps Adjutant General, a senior staff officer (Colonel) who dealt with Courts Martial.

            Captain – Company Commander or Adjutant.

            CinC – Commander in Chief. vii

            Colour Sergeant – Rank up from Sergeant, usually appointed as Company Quartermaster Sergeant.

            Company Sergeant Major (Warrant officer 2) the Senior Non-Commissioned Officer in a Company.

            Corporal – Junior Non-Commissioned Officer (JNCO) commands a section.

            Lieutenant Colonel/Colonel – Battalion Commander/senior staff officer.

            2ndLieutenant/Lieutenant – Platoon Commander.

            Regimental Sergeant Major (RSM) (Warrant Officer 1). The Senior Non – Commissioned Officer in a Battalion. Holds a special and powerful place in the Battalion.

            Sergeant – Senior Non-Commissioned Officer (SNCO). Every Platoon has a Platoon Sergeant.

            Expressions

            Blighty – Britain.

            Blighty One – A wound that gets you back to Britain.

            No Man’s Land – The space between the front lines of armies facing each other.

            Stand Too – Around dawn when all soldiers man the trench, often used for inspection.
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            CHAPTER ONE

            The photograph

         

         A cancer of bitterness spread through the Battalion on realising that it was a photograph that caused the death of the Old Man. Those who had waved their helmets and laughed along felt it the most as they saw the falsehood in it. Soldiers will always see through something like that.

         The Old Man might not have seen it at the time.

         The turning point came before they heard that the photograph had been published in a newspaper under some headline about how good the morale of the troops was, and then made into a postcard. That sealed it. But the bitterness started when the new RSM arrived.

         The Battalion had been on its way to the front, redeploying after a night’s rest. There was some joking amongst them, as they had heard that a push was coming. The photographer noticed this. “I want to capture the smiles and the humour of these men. They look happy, RSM.”

         “They have a good morale about them, I’ll give you that.” The ‘Old Man,’ the Regimental Sergeant Major, the Battalion’s most Senior Non-Commissioned Officer, stood fully six inches over the photographer. His words were strained out through a vast moustache which twitched with pride. He was proud of the morale. It was his battalion. He owned the men and their morale. 2

         He loved and was loved by almost every one of them, from the oldest hardest Senior Non-Commissioned Officer to the newest, palest, shaking recruit, to whom any harsh words were tempered with a whispered encouragement such as; ‘don’t worry son, you’ll soon get the hang of things. Remember the parade ground. React to sounds as you would to my voice. Look after yourself always and those around you.’ Sometimes he even put his arm around their shoulders.

         He had gathered the men in a wide, dry crater which was strangely clear of war rubbish, and big enough to accommodate the whole Battalion. They shouldn’t have been there, all grouped together. But the RSM took the risk in order to have a private word with the men and get the best setting for the photograph.

         “I trust you all had a good sleep last night,” he said in his deep resonating voice which he hardly had to raise to address all five hundred men. “You will separate into your companies over the edge of the crater and move into your own areas. We move up after last light to relieve the; ahh humm.” He never disparaged another battalion by name in public. “They are a tired and dispirited lot. You will want to be like that many times in the future, as you have in the past…Try to resist those feelings. Try to maintain your self-respect and your spirit. Believe in yourselves… and look after each other.” He paused and searched the faces of the men, his men.

         “Now we have an unusual event, a photograph, for posterity. I want you to make the best of this, to show the people back home that we are up for this fight, any fight. Some of you have been here before. Some of you are first timers. Good luck to all of you.”

         He walked back to where the photographer had set up his stand, with the black box on top. “Now are we all set, sir?” 3

         “Yes, could they just move forward as groups from the other side over there and perhaps they could demonstrate their morale?” The photographer smiled at the energy in their movement and anticipation. He knew he could make a good picture.

         The RSM returned to the men. “Right as company groups; not a parade ground is it, just move forward across in front of the camera and show off a bit. Let’s have some helmets in the air and a laugh and a cheer perhaps.”

         Bayonets were not fixed. Rifles were slung over one shoulder. The older soldiers strode forward unworried by holes in the knees of their trousers, or mud caked puttees. They had had no resupply during the evening before, no chance to change clothes. The new reinforcements, of which there were a lot, had joined them, with their new uniforms. Then a hearty meal had come up with an extra ration of rum, followed by a long sleep, out of range of trench weapons.

         Bravo Company went first but they did not show quite enough enthusiasm and the photographer pursed his lips as if he was watching a football match where no effort was being displayed. He had a word with the RSM, who twirled his arms, pumping up support. He shouted to Alpha Company. They got the hang of it. “Come on Alpha, the number one and only,” shouted Ben in one of the sections. With that sort of encouragement they made a better effort. The photographer waved. He was happy.

         “Relax where you are,” called the RSM. Men found the nearest piece of raised ground at the side to sit on and pull out woodbines and pipes, creating a kind of gap in the middle which only the RSM and the photographer inhabited.

         A noise came as though the gods had screeched a sudden warning; alas too late. A thump followed, and dry mud started flying in the flash and smoke. They still had about six kilometres to go to the front but a stray Five-Nine shell 4had found the space. “Fuck this!” Men screamed fumbling for gas masks. No yellow gas emerged, but as the smoke cleared no sign could be seen of the RSM. The shell had made a direct hit on him, standing a little distance from the photographer savouring a quiet moment.

         Men searched around in vain. Word went round the Battalion that the only recognisable things they found of the RSM were his boots with the feet still in them. Of him there were only bloody bits and pieces of body and uniform. How could such a big heart and soul be brought down to a few pieces of flesh and bone and cloth and webbing? That cut men to their own bones. A body is a body, you can pay respects to it. But when the bits of it can hardly fill a few undignified sand-bags, men would find it more difficult to believe that the character and what was in the heart, had ever existed.

         The camera and the cameraman were still intact, battered, and in the case of the photographer concussed and with a piece of shrapnel embedded in his hand, but most photographic plates were intact, and they would be reproduced. “Won’t have the Old Man’s face in it though will it,” commented one of the SNCOs. They referred to the RSM as the Old Man in view of the service he had seen; from Omdurman and the Boer War. They would search for a picture that did show him, but none could be found, even though he had arranged for the photograph to be taken. “He was like a father to us, that Old Man,” added the newly promoted Sergeant from A Company, smoking in some rare evening sunshine outside the HQ dugout waiting to move up the same evening.

         “Better than a father. I hate my dad. He knows nothing about what we doing here. The Old Man knew everything,” replied the Company Sergeant-Major looking down at his neatly tied puttees, from ankle to just below the knee, 5covered in dry mud, the colour of the wood revetting they were sitting on. His helmet was off, leaving dark hair plastered with sweat to his forehead. He took a deep breath and shook his head momentarily, his eyes not seeing anything.

         “Maybe, they’ll make you RSM, Sar-Major,” said the Sergeant. He was aware that the Sergeant-Major’s influence on his own life would then increase.

         “Not me boy, they’ll send someone else in, mark my words.” He picked up his helmet, just as sounds emerged of shovels on soil, which the Sergeant knew to be a sign that it was time to get back to work. He was a bit peeved by the handle ‘boy’, which being newly promoted he had to accept, probably down to his small stature and inability to grow a decent moustache because of his blond hair.

         He stumbled over the lip of a shell hole to where his platoon was gathered. “Well don’t just sit there gawping at me, get yourselves spread out into section positions, get out of this crater, don’t want us caught napping as well.” Newly promoted or not he was determined to show his leadership. He scrambled each section corporal up to the lip of the crater to show their arcs of observation and fire, linking up to the other platoons whose positions had been indicated to him by the Sergeant-Major.

         “What’s occurring then Sarge?” asked one section corporal.

         “Don’t know yet, officers at their final briefing ain’t they. Once it’s dark we’ll move into our final position.”

         “But we thought it wasn’t final, just a holding position before the push forward.”

         “Like I said, don’t know yet. Wait till the officer returns.”

         They smoked and waited, looking moodily out over No Man’s Land, whatever they could see of it with darkness rapidly approaching.

         The Platoon Commanders returned, carefully boundering 6the craters, and gave their orders from folded canvas map cases, which hung around necks along with binoculars and gas respirator haversacks and pistol lanyards. Straps and slings and web belts and canvas pouches, some with ammo clips; uniforms creased with wear and rain and sleep and some bulging pockets hanging the uniform out of shape; weighed down every soldier. The officers incongruously also wore ties with a pin holding the collar tightly around the knot.

         The Battalion conducted the late evening relief in line impeccably, following tape that had been laid down by reconnaissance parties. But when the Old Man’s Battalion moved up into position there was much evidence that the morale of those relieved had been as he had predicted. Proper latrines had not been dug so there was the smell of fresh faeces everywhere. They did leave a sizeable stash of unused ammunition and enough shovels and tools to repair the trenches that they seemingly had not bothered to do.

         “Why didn’t they wait till they got back to their rest area, Corp?” asked Ben referring to the smell.

         “What does a dirty dog do in his territory as he leaves it,” commented Jack, Ben’s friend and rum partner, who was not new to the Section, or the Company.

         Such was the respect between units and the views of certain ‘old sweats’ who had been through much and become cynical.

         The trenches were in a very bad state. They had been blasted apart. There were not many deep shell holes. It was just a pockmarked patchwork. So men were lying almost in the open where previous shallow trench walls had been broken down.

         But the night was strangely quiet which encouraged the speculation that the Germans opposite supposedly at about four hundred yards, had moved out as well and not been relieved. 7

         In the morning they saw how bad the trenches were. The thought that maybe they would not be here long, encouraged a reluctance to start work on repairing them. A soldier sees no point in unnecessary work. His heart will never be in it. Winning the hearts of soldiers was something the Old Man did without effort. It came naturally to him. Some officers and Non-Commissioned Officers were natural leaders. It might have been their intelligence, humility, hard work or honesty that made them so. Bravery didn’t come into it. A man could be brave but regarded as incredibly foolish by his fellows and not therefore followed. Fear was the air they breathed. Courage was a moment, a reaching out beyond, or ignoring, the everyday calculation of an activity, whether something had to be done or not and the risk involved.

         Risk was also a commodity, to be traded. A leader had to take risks otherwise how could he ask his men to take them. Thus platoon commanders had to lead patrols out into No Man’s Land. They had to go on wiring parties. When an officer or NCO sat in his bunker, shaking and giving orders for this and that, without doing anything himself, he very soon lost his men.

         Knowing this unspoken contract, some officers chose not to give orders for anything, except when something was passed down. Orders from above were not part of the risk contract. They were simply being passed on.

         Had the Old Man been alive he would have toured the front line in the morning, immediately after Stand Too, quietly advising platoon commanders who seemed reluctant to do anything, of their housekeeping duties. ‘Need some protection down there, sir. Don’t leave those men in the open,’ he might have said. His priority was always to look after the men, which made every loss of life a tragedy rather than a normality.

         He didn’t deliberately give instructions for immediate work that would lead to men being at risk. When there was 8nothing to do, he favoured sleep under as much cover as possible. The men loved being chided for not being asleep. ‘Get under cover lad, get some sleep.’

         ‘Yes sir,’ would have been the enthusiastic response. Sometimes men just laid a cape over themselves and scraped any loose earth over it and fell asleep. Earth was the best friend and shield.

         Shell holes gave some deeper protection and a crawl trench could be quite quickly dug to enable communication and some safe passage between sections occupying them. ’Straighten the line here sir, you’ll need to dig that Lewis in as well and dig a comms trench to it otherwise the Lewis team will be isolated.’ The Old Man instinctively knew how to use his machineguns even though he had begun his service before their full introduction. ‘Get them dug in to waist depth at least, with some sand-bags above.’

         He was conscious of everybody.

         A Lewis gun planted on top of a mound of earth was certain to attract attention before long, even being seen from a spotter aircraft. But if they weren’t sited somewhere that would give good observation, they could not do their job.

         Jack and Ben sat in a shell scrape as they called it. They had hollowed out more of the original hole. “We must be the point section here,” said Jack, screwing up his already tight face more.

         “But it’s so quiet,” responded Ben.

         “Yes, but we don’t know anything do we. It’s quiet now but it might not be in five minutes.”

         Ben nodded, looking down at his rifle. He pulled the small lever in front of the trigger to release the magazine, checked the four rounds inside, then eased the heavy bolt up and back to extract the round from the chamber. There was always a round in the chamber ready to fire. A minor skirmish could happen at any time. He replaced it in the magazine. 9

         The chamber was a well-oiled metal void with no hint of mud or rust. Some men, when cleaning their rifles, were content to put a film of oil on the woodwork and metal on the outside, hardly daring to remove the bolt or pull the barrel through.

         Some even released a round accidentally with trembling fingers which were meaning to release the magazine catch. It was a chargeable offence, an accidental discharge and if someone was killed or badly injured, the culprit would get a good beating as well from his comrades. Of course some would be happy to be injured with a ‘Blighty one’ that was not self-inflicted. The opposite happened as well with some men releasing the magazine when they meant to pull the trigger, rendering the rifle useless after firing only one round at the point it was probably most needed.

         It was an instrument of some beauty, the .303 Lee– Enfield rifle, the smooth grained woodwork, the stock and butt which felt so good, the little compartment for the cleaning materials conveniently cut into the end of the butt, the black metal parts, heavy bolt and chamber; the sound it made when the bolt was lifted and ratchetted back then forward to pick up a round from the magazine and feed it snugly into the chamber, ready to fire.

         Ben hefted the rifle, almost lovingly. The weight and solidity of the weapon spoke of quality and a reliable mechanism which didn’t jam too much as long as it was kept free of mud and ice. The expert marksmen could work, fire and change the magazine when its five rounds were emptied and fire again, up to sixty rounds a minute. Ben looked up at the clouds scudding with a sort of spring gaiety around the sky. Rain would change everything about this balmy late March morning. Enemy action would turn it into hell. But now all that was needed was to enjoy the moments of calm. 10

         Other weapons were being cleaned, but only half of the total number at any one time. The Lewis was on top of their crater on lookout. They took it in turns on sentry duty with the machine gun, though some were more able to fire it than others. The dedicated team of which two had their Lewis gun badges had to clean it, at night when it was not needed for look-out duties.

         Drum magazines contained forty-seven rounds and the bigger ones ninety-seven. Loading the magazines, storing them, keeping them mud free and carrying them into battle was every soldier’s job. At least it was now that every section had a Lewis gun. Before the team had been five strong. But they created a target all huddled together so now it was more a section weapon and the team was cut to three.

         Men lounged around. They dozed and cooked a little bully on their individual soldier’s stoves. There was nothing like the luxury of dry mud, sun and nothing flying through the air that would kill them.

         “So what about this big push then, Corp?” asked Ben, calling across the crater.

         The Corporal was sitting on his own, on a rock, of which there were not many amongst this excoriated earth. Smoke curled upwards from his pipe which he was obsessed with. He spent hours playing with it and thinking with it. As if it was doing the thinking for him.

         He dragged on it now and a furnace erupted inside its great bowl. Where he got the tobacco was a mystery, but everyone had a way of getting stuff. Those that could work the system or knew the right NCOs did.

         “You communicating with the Hun again, aren’t you?” observed Jack. “No one’s gonna miss your smoke signals. How we gonna conceal ourselves when you stoking that thing up. I’m sure they know about the ‘big push’.”

         The corporal, Fred, thought some more and looked into 11the bowl, as if it was a witches cauldron. “Sure they do. That’s why we gonna keep ’em guessing.”

         Other men paid scant attention, though their ears were tuned in. The Lewis team were half-eyed on the opposite bank of the shell-hole. Alfred and John, a pair of friends, who did everything together. They looked like farm hands and sat cooking in the middle a few feet from the Corporal. A frightened new recruit lay doggedly behind the Lewis.

         “Yea, they keeping us guessing an all,” said Ben, jerking his head back towards his own side.

         “Who’s that ‘they’, you talking about Ben?” asked another, something of a loner, whose name was Ernest. He called himself that as well and invited mockery for it, seeming unwilling to go for the shorter more familiar Ernie. “My mumma called me that so I ain’t gonna change it now,” someone had heard him say in the bunker when he thought he was only speaking to the young Lewis gunner. Despite his sometimes naïve attitude he was a married man with children who had been called up from the reserve list and seemed to feel hard done by for being in France having left his family at home. Unlike the last of the section, Bert, a regular who had been involved since 1914 and seemed to take everything for granted. He was like an anchor to the section.

         “‘They’, my good old Ernest, is them generals,” said Bert.

         “Oh, well we could be here for a long time then.”

         That sank the section into silence and the Corporal looked into his pipe, unable to counter the comment.

         Times like this were when men sorted some things out between them, verifying rumours or amplifying them; then setting things in stone in their memories, whether they were true or not. But they didn’t talk about the bad things. Hence they didn’t talk about the Old Man’s death. They didn’t share feelings about it. That was not the soldier’s way. 12

         “Generals are all bastards,” said Ernest. “Never see any of them blowed up right in front of your eyes.”

         “Some have been blowed up,” commented the Corporal.

         “How do you know?” asked Jack.

         The Corporal shrugged. “I suppose they would have been,” he said defensively, but he had only been out in France for a week, so everything he said was taken with narrowed eyes.

         “But you never seen them here, in the front line have you?” demanded Ernest.

         “They have been here, well in the front line,” said Ben, with certainty in his voice.

         Few had evidence of it, but somehow there was a knowledge that generals were soldiers too, though very distant ones. Senior NCOs were closer. The Old Man was the closest. He was always wandering through the trenches. Everyone talked of him when they had seen him and hoped they might do so again.
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            CHAPTER TWO

            The new man arrives

         

         All was confusion. The big push was off or delayed and the battalion went back into reserve. They went back without joy in their hearts to a billet that was also joyless.

         “The Old Man would never have stood for a place like this,” commented Jack as they surveyed the broken, almost roofless small barn, that was allocated to the section. Underfoot many years of cow dung, had been trodden, dried, then mixed with rain, mud from other boots, then dried again.

         But now it had started raining afresh.

         “Maybe we could get a fire going in the middle, a real fire,” said Ernest.

         “Yes, you can’t do a real fire in a building that’s got a roof but I bet Sarge would allow it here,” Ben agreed with an edge of excitement in his voice

         “Yea and we could catch a chicken and have us a real meal,” said Ernest hopefully. There were some very skinny looking hens pecking about in the debris of the abandoned farm buildings.

         The Corporal sucked on his pipe which for once was black and empty. “Can’t see Sarge agreeing it,” he said dismally. “I’ll ask him though.”

         The uncertainty in his voice made the section doubt that 14the asking would take place. They settled as best they could, looking for the driest piece of floor, easing kit off wet shoulders, but laying their capes down on the dung pack first.

         “Go on then, go and ask him,” challenged Jack.

         “Let’s get ourselves settled first,” the Corporal replied.

         Everybody wanted something to give comfort. “Where’s the fucking straw?” complained the Lewis gunner, Alfred. He was moody and taciturn but that went unchallenged because of the expertise on his gun. Then they all suddenly fixated on the comfort of straw.

         “He would never agree a fire if we had straw in here,” challenged the Corporal.

         “They got straw next door,” complained Ernest, a man destined never to be happy in life.

         “So what do you want, fire or straw?

         “Corp, right now we want food!” injected Ben.

         This put an end to the bickering. The Company was billeted in buildings grouped around a small village square. The whole Battalion was there. Each company had its cookhouse, from which smells wafted outwards, drawing men in, impatiently. But they had to wait until the cook sergeant made a signal, usually banging mess tins together.

         They had heard the signal. The stew was ready. There might be fresh bread also for dipping in the stew. There would be rum issue afterwards. Joy, hardly dimmed by the drizzling rain, abounded. Mess tins were yanked out of dirty webbing. A quick inspection deemed them satisfactory for use even if they had mud and stains from food created in the trenches still in them. Those who wished could rinse them from a jerrycan of water before presenting them to be filled, hopefully to the brim. Most ignored the water.

         Slinging their weapons, including the Lewis; they ran. “First in the queue, Corp,” shouted Jack.

         The Corporal just sucked on his pipe, worrying at its lack 15of fire. He was last up, sitting in the departing dust stirred from against the walls where the soldiers had started to establish a home to return to.

         They brought the smell of hot food back with them to help make it home.

         “There’s a parade tomorrow,” the Corporal commented between mouthfuls. He had seen the Platoon Sergeant and the intelligence had been passed on.

         None of the section responded. The importance of this did not surpass the meal. Time out of the trenches was a time for training, eating and sleeping. A parade was not normally part of it.

         Food, a haze of smoke and the satisfaction of rum, overcame the smell and clamminess of wet clothing and brought sleep. They didn’t need sentries.

         Deep sleepers awake with sluggishness. Bodies unfold unwillingly in the morning, clothing creased by sleep sticking to them. No uniforms were removed for sleep, exhaustion usually robbed them of any willingness to do anything except lay down and surrender. That morning it was the Platoon Sergeant who woke everybody, marching up and down the mud street between the barns where the sections were billeted. “Let’s be ’avin’ you; parade at zero eight hundred, rifles cleaned, shaved and breakfasted before then.”

         He looked into the cowdung barn with a mouth turned down in disdain. The section coming out would hardly be clean and tidy. They had not received any new uniform or personal equipment resupply yet.

         Men murmured themselves into wakefulness and scrambled things together.

         “C’mon, corporal get your men moving, new RSM joining today.” The Sergeant grinned. He knew this news would get everybody out. It made his job a whole lot easier.

         But it created confusion. Ernest sat straight upright, 16which was not easy for such a lanky thin man who never seemed to eat enough to keep his body upright and always moved about the trenches hunched, to avoid having his head taken off. “Not this quick, surely Sarge, Old Man hasn’t been gone more’n a couple of days.”

         “Do you know how important an RSM is to a battalion, you silly carrot headed buffoon?” shouted the Sergeant. It was an unnecessary jibe, which took Ernest by surprise and made him jump up without another word, though all the others knew he would complain bitterly for days afterwards. Small things seemed to get under his skin while the others merely laughed them off. He was conscious of his ‘carrot’ coloured hair but men generally didn’t rib him about it.

         Men, still befuddled by sleep, drifted towards the village square, some dragged their rifles behind them. It was a very different Battalion to the one on display in the photograph taken only three days before.

         On arrival, a strange sight greeted them. A figure was standing in front of a small monument that adorned the centre of the village. He was diminutive. He carried under his left arm a pace-stick, of the kind only used on the parade grounds of military depots and barracks. The only use of these pace-sticks was to measure the length of a soldier’s marching stride. The official length was twenty-eight inches. The pace-stick was in fact two pieces of wood, hinged by brass at one end with a slotted bracket enabling it to be set open to that exact distance. The user could then march beside a man or group twirling the opened stick and measuring their exact step to ensure it was in line with regulation.

         Before many men could register the pace-stick and its incongruity in this environment, broken beyond repair and very far from any parade ground, a strange sound escaped from the figure, causing it to jerk and tremor somewhat. It 17was a sound they were to hear again and many likened it to a cockerel being strangled at the beginning of its crow.

         “What the fuck!” Men just gaped, some stopped suddenly.

         There was a moment, a tiny stillness like the indefinable moment before a dawn. But this was not a bright dawn and finally the figure spoke words; or rather bawled them in a falsetto tone. “GET THOSE RIFLES AT THE SHOULDER. I WILL INSPECT EVERY WEAPON ON THIS PARADE AND ANY THAT ARE NOT CLEAN WILL INCUR EXTRA RIFLE DRILL FOR THE OWNER.” His head moved around to take in the gathering throng. Then he added in lower but equally menacing tone. “And that will be at the double!”

         Needless to say by the time the inspection was complete almost the whole battalion was in for extra drill. Little more than a glance at rifles attracted a very limited list of derisory comments; insufficient oil, far too much oil, rust, dirt. Those not detailed off would be on fatigue party to prepare the midday meal.

         During the inspection there was a strange lack of officers on parade. Perhaps they were hiding behind some broken buildings or still ensconced in the best house in the village that would have been designated the ‘Officers’ Mess,’ too afraid to venture out. Yes most officers were afraid of an RSM. But as the inspection was drawing to a close and names in every company for the extra parade, or perhaps names not on it, were taken; they began to gather at the periphery. As if reacting to the RSM’s new regime, they quickly shuffled themselves into three ranks. The Commanding Officer of the Battalion took up his position three paces in front of the front rank which consisted of the ‘field’ officers, those holding the rank of major and some of the more senior captains such as the Quartermaster.

         When the RSM spotted the officers, he curtailed his 18inspection, leaving only a few men of the Headquarters Company to be done, who gratefully re-assembled their rifles under the eye of the Headquarters Sergeant-Major. The new RSM stalked with measured pace, probably of exactly twenty-eight inches, across towards the officers. Being small in stature the pace made him stretch a little which made men snigger at the comical appearance of it. He halted in front of the Commanding Officer, saluted and exchanged words for what seemed like several moments. Then he saluted with great emphasis and let out a screeched; “SAAR.” He turned sharply right and sticking his chest even further forward he marched like clockwork to the side. After a few paces as was customary, he turned to face the parade and bawled; “SAAR MAJORS, CARRY ON.”

         “He’s like a fucking puppet,” commented Ben from within the ranks of Alpha Company.

         “More like a muppet,” adjoined jack.

         “What’s a muppet?” asked Ernest innocently.

         “The mother of all puppets,” suggested the Corporal.

         “Exactly,” said Jack.

         Puppets, traditionally without a brain, dancing to their master’s tune, were figures of fun. But there was a suspicion that the new RSM might have an actual brain; which made him an exceptionally dangerous puppet.

         The war had a terrible momentum of its own. Sometimes that slowed to allow humanity to creep back into the souls of men, as supposedly when they were out of the line. If that had not happened men would have surely gone mad. Any changing of the balance, for individual gain or twisted corporate good could have a disastrous effect on the men at the bottom of the food chain.

         The officers did join their companies and platoons eventually but the RSM had neatly usurped their normal duty of inspection, leaving them to listlessly address the men, 19telling them there was nothing they could tell them; before scurrying back to the Officers’ Mess, probably for coffee.

         After administering the extra rifle drill in such a manner that some men collapsed exhausted, the Battalion were allowed to crawl away with one question on their lips. Ernest expressed it. “Why the fuck…?”

         “Cos he’s an absolute fucking bastard, that’s why.” Jack profoundly voiced the knowledge that was in the heart of every man by then.

         There was a period of administration which was set aside for uniform and equipment exchanges at the back of the Company Quartermaster Sergeant’s wagon before the midday meal.

         Other exchanges took place as well. “Ben let’s fix us some extra rum. This is gonna get all fucked-up damn quick,” said Jack.

         “You got money for the CQMS?”

         “Yea how else we gonna do the deal? So what you gonna chip in then?”

         “Nothing else to spend it on is there?”

         “Not unless you sneak out to the officers’ brothel.” Jack prodded Ben as they walked towards the CQMS’s truck.

         The rotund Colour Sergeant was at his post in front of the dropped canvas curtain that covered the goodies in the back of the wagon. He looked a little scrupulous as they approached and lost his face in the bills and invoices of his stock. There were sounds from within as the storeman picked out from boxes, the demanded items for the men in the queue.

         Of course no money exchanged hands for the uniformed items though the CQMS would still need to account for the stock dispensed, to the Battalion Quartermaster’s department. But when Jack and Ben reached the head of the queue a surreptitious hand went out from under the large stock 20sheets and money was passed into it; one shilling for one bottle. In this case two shillings.

         “We’ll be needing more of this, after that little lot this morning, colour,” said Jack.

         “Thought as much,” responded the moody money grabbing NCO whose red crown above his three sergeant’s stripes denoting the ‘colour’ sergeant rank seemed to shine more brightly that day. “I got a feeling the demand may go up all round.”

         They didn’t get the rum straight there and then in daylight. Although the strictly controlled daily rum ration often was taken at the midday meal in line with the Naval practice when they were out of line. The ‘extras’ would need to wait until after last light when medical supplies were given out, foot inspections took place and the atmosphere was generally less vigilant. When forward in the trenches, it was sometimes even easier for the CQMS to get the ‘extras’ forward; perhaps via stretcher parties or the parcel post, which took packages, often from home, up to the trenches. Some men did sneak miniature bottles of alcohol through the parcel system, perhaps well wrapped by consenting parents or lovers, in thick socks, but most were confiscated, to feed the supply of extras. Besides jack did not want miniatures. He wanted a decent drink.

         Ben had become used to that as well. As to the others they were content with complaining and moping and getting their legitimate share. The Corporal was under the influence of the Platoon Sergeant, still turned a blind eye but his loyalty to either side was questionable.

         All loyalties would begin to shift. Regimes, previously anchored, would break loose.

         The midday meal was taken under the watchful eye of the new RSM, carrying his useless pace-stick again, drawing out-of-earshot comments such as; “I could find a use for 21that pace-stick, up ’is fucking arse so far ’e could use the brass bits to fill ’is fucking teeth.”

         “Knock his fucking teeth out from behind you mean.”

         As if in response the RSM pacing the muddy road between companies, grouped around their cook sergeants’ galleys, from which sounds of metal mess tins being filled and mugs and the occasional satisfied laugh emanated; let out a little impatient expletive, followed by a menacing growl. “NOT FOR LONG, you’ ll soon be back in it!” As if somehow they were going to be rewarded for enduring the extra rifle drill by an early return to the front.

         That soon wiped away the laughter from those in earshot. Men miserably took their meal and bowed their heads, quickly returning to billets to shelter from the rain which had started again.

         Thunder could be heard as well, but it was not the heavenly variety. Long-range artillery boomed and rolled, presaging something.

         For the battalion it was training; section by section, platoon by platoon, gas drills, then finally combining the three rifle companies into a battalion simulated attack.

         Rules of multiples dominated military formations, often it was threes, or the four battalion ‘square’ brigade. But at the heart of the army was the soldier and his companion or two; a two, sometimes three-man team. Sometimes they seemed welded together, such as the Lewis team. Sometimes they hung together for convenience, such as rum.

         The next day brought another change. They were being ‘thrown in’ somewhere. No longer reserve, they were marching up to fill a gap. The pace-stick finally found a use as the RSM measured the pace of the leading troops. It was not Alpha Company but Charlie up front, always said to be the Old Man’s favourite; perhaps because he always encouraged tail-enders and underdogs. With Alpha and 22Bravo constantly competing in football and marksmanship, Charlie seemed content to bring up the rear.

         The new RSM probably did notice this as he tapped and called out time: “Eft, ight, eft, ight. Keep up the pace there. No gaps between or within companies.” He looked back down the men marching in three ranks. The road was metalled and pot-holed in places but they could still march in formation; boots thumping the tarmac and breaking step over a hole; rifles and equipment banged and scuffled. Men coughed deeply. “SNCOs on the DOUBLE, keep your men up in line.”

         Some SNCOs liked being shouted at and goaded on with the men in earshot, as it gave them an excuse to do it to their charges.

         On they rumbled in the rain; creaking, coughing and scuffling, some with the rifle slung over the left shoulder, its sling gripped, together with shoulder straps of a ramshackle array of equipment, by a hand which lay over the heart, as they had for the photograph.

         It was a seven-mile march to their new area.
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